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In A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing by Linda Flower and John R. Hayes, the theory 

of a cognitive process model presents a detailed approach to thinking about the writing process 

in a way that delves beyond a simple linear thinking model. The cognitive process model 

initiates a way of understanding how writers make the decisions they do during their composing 

processes ranging anywhere from planning to revising. This theory establishes a more complex 

and embedded model for composition studies to analyze in comparison to models such as 

Britton’s “linguistic view,” which strictly takes into account the syntactic and lexical choices as 

guiding elements of the composing process (Flower and Hayes 365). As a result, the cognitive 

process model presented in the article establishes four interrelated points to describe the 

decision-making process of writing. In this essay, I will respond to various elements described 

within these points in order to expand upon the dialogue surrounding the process of writing and 

decision-making. I hope to display how the writing process is unique to every writer and how an 

expanded dialogue surrounding the cognitive process model can initiate a deeper understanding 

of how various factors such as a writer’s goals or interpretations of rhetorical situations influence 

the decision-making process in diverse ways.  

The first main point of the cognitive process model describes the writing process as “a set 

of distinctive thinking processes which writers orchestrate or organize during the act of 
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composing” (Flower and Hayes 366). This quote describes the complexity behind the writing 

process because it emphasizes the actual process behind writing rather than a simplified view of 

clean-cut stages of writing that are completed one after the other. Instead of a linear sequence of 

stages that a writer goes through in order to complete a paper, this model focuses on a process 

approach where the decisions made by the writer hold more value than the final product. The 

focus of this model is on the writer’s ability to generate ideas and relay these ideas on paper in 

order to create a piece of writing. There is more flexibility within this cognitive process model 

because it acknowledges how the process of writing bounces in a disordered fashion from 

planning, attaining knowledge from long-term memory, translating (putting words on paper), and 

reviewing as a writer composes. These various processes differ from other models like Donald 

Murray’s categorization of the writing process into “Pre-Writing,” (85% of a writer’s time) 

“Writing,” (2% of time) and “Rewriting” (13% of time). Murray divides the writing process into 

precise categories with an allocated percentage to describe how much time a writer should spend 

on each part of the process (Murray 4). This division is too rigid and quite unrealistic for all 

writers. There is not a universal way to divide the time for a writing process, since some writers 

may take longer or shorter amounts of time between planning, writing, or revising. As a result, 

the cognitive process model provides less concrete divisions to describe the process, which in 

turn provides a more open-minded view of the writing process which takes into account the 

diversity of every writer’s process. 

The discussion of rhetorical situations within the first point of the cognitive process 

model establishes an interesting viewpoint on the dynamic between the writer and the rhetorical 

situation.The authors describe the subjectivity of the rhetorical situation and how writers have 
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control in interpreting their rhetorical situations (Flower and Hayes 369). In Naming What We 

Know, the text describes how writing is a rhetorical activity that involves an interaction between 

the text, the audience, and the writer: “meanings do not reside fully in the words of the text nor 

in the unarticulated minds but only in the dynamic relation of writer, reader, and text” 

(Adler-Kassner and Wardle 22). While acknowledging the presence of this interaction, Flower 

and Hayes give more attention to the role of the writer in processing the rhetorical situation on 

his/her own accord: “people only solve the problems they define for themselves” (Flower and 

Hayes 369). The authors emphasize a writer’s subjective decision-making surrounding how 

he/she interprets a rhetorical situation. The diverse interpretations of rhetorical situations 

therefore affect a writer’s performance and display how subjectivity is a major factor in the 

writing process, which further exemplifies how the writing process is unique for all writers: “the 

way in which people choose to define a rhetorical problem to themselves can vary greatly from 

writer to writer” (Flower and Hayes 369). Yet, the authors do not go into detail to expand upon 

the mental process a writer takes in defining a rhetorical situation. How exactly does a writer 

judge a rhetorical situation in order to successfully interpret the unique situation? In other words, 

how does a writer become “rhetorically literate” and is able to “identify audience and purpose 

successfully” (Cook 10)? Who measures this “success” of interpreting a rhetorical situation? 

These questions provide starting points for further research and discussion surrounding how a 

writer interprets rhetorical elements and incorporates (or chooses not to incorporate) them into 

writing. 

In regards to these questions, I would say that a couple of the scholars we have read in 

this class expand more on the actual process of interpreting a rhetorical situation and what 
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influencing factors affect this interpretation. In Elizabeth Flynn’s “Composing as a Woman,” she 

emphasizes how “males and females differ in their developmental processes and in their 

interactions with others,” which influences how they interpret their rhetorical situations as a 

result of their different biological developmental processes (Flynn 425). Flynn also explains how 

females are influenced by their connections with their mothers, which affects how they interpret 

their rhetorical situations in comparison to male writers: “[Females] stress particularistic and 

affective relationships to others” (Flynn 426). In this sense, females may choose to focus on 

relationships more when interpreting a rhetorical situation in comparison to males. Another 

example is Gonzales’ “Multimodality, Translingualism, and Rhetorical Genre Studies” where 

researchers examine the ways in which native English speakers and ESL students write, and how 

these processes may differ from one another. The study found that ESL students utilize gestures 

and have an easier time getting their ideas across in multimodal platforms such as videos or 

images. With this knowledge, Gonzales’ article helps us understand that being “rhetorically 

literate” can be measured in different ways instead of simply words on paper. ESL students do 

not always have the language capacity to perfectly state their interpretations of their rhetorical 

situations, which can often be judged incorrectly as them not having a strong understanding of 

their situations. Yet through the utilization of different platforms, their rhetorical literacy can be 

more apparent and better understood by others. Therefore, rhetorical literacy can be and should 

be measured beyond the written word. In this way, there is an account for language differences 

and the integration of diverse writing platforms that can be beneficial in understanding how 

writers interpret their rhetorical situations in unique ways.  
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 Another element of the article that exemplifies the uniqueness of the writing process is 

the description of how writers build an “internal representation” as they plan to write (Flower 

and Hayes 372). This idea provides a lens that views writing as more abstract and visually 

oriented. In this light, writing in itself can be viewed as an art form. A writer’s planning in 

particular is similar to an artist’s relationship with a canvas. Each writer takes a diverse approach 

to the process of planning and generating ideas to create an internal representation, which 

compares to the ways that artists articulate themselves on canvas and how they plan to paint one 

thing but end up expanding upon or changing their original ideas as they undergo their artistic 

processes. In addition, this internal representation idea of how writers visualize their writing 

processes relates to Walter Ong’s description of how “writing is itself an indirection” (Ong 20). 

This quote builds upon the cognitive process model in terms of the complexity and disordered 

nature of the writing and decision-making process. There is no single direction that a writing 

process follows, especially when writers jump back and forth between planning, translating, and 

revising throughout the process. Therefore, this concept of internal representation draws upon the 

creative side of composing that is often overlooked in other writing studies models. Writers can 

gain a stronger ability to articulate themselves and expand their ideas through this creative side 

of composing; they are challenged to look beyond their current understandings and think of 

creative ways to integrate new understandings of the world in their writing that rejects simple 

linear thinking, which in turn can help them learn more about themselves as individuals. 

This article discusses the dynamic nature of the writing process and how “the writer’s 

abstract plan (representation) of his goals, his knowledge of the topic, and his current text are all 

actively competing for the writer’s attention” (Flower and Hayes 380). Flower and Hayes 
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suggest the idea of competition between various elements of the writing process, and how it is 

the job of the writer to deal with these competing elements in a way that adheres to the initial 

goals that he/she sets in place. This competition aspect relates to Min-Zhan Lu’s discussion of 

the “contact zone” that entails a clashing of multiple cultures. Lu’s perspective on 

multiculturalism requires a contact zone where various cultures and perspectives collide with one 

another to create a diverse rhetorical situation. A contact zone is “more dynamic, heterogenous, 

and volatile” (Lu 458), which is similar to a cognitive process model and how it illustrates a 

more versatile and non-uniform way of viewing the writing process that appeals to the diversity 

of writers. When thinking of contact zones, there is a focus on the overlap of identities, cultures, 

ethnicities, languages, etc., and the cognitive process model similarly incorporates and 

acknowledges the intersectionality of various aspects of human life when studying the writing 

process. Flower and Hayes recognize the importance of recognizing how outside influences play 

a role in a writer’s decision-making process, therefore taking into account contact zones and how 

these various outside influences clash with one another during the decision process of a writer. 

Yet, contact zones are not similar to the cognitive process model in the way that contact zones 

solely emphasize the overlap and clashing of different aspects of human life, while the process 

model digs deeper and acknowledges both the clashing and the influence this clashing has on the 

decisions of writers.  

A final aspect of the cognitive process model that provides more analysis of the writing 

process is how “goal directed thinking is intimately connected with discovery” (Flower and 

Hayes 378). The cognitive process model describes how writers create their goals by generating 

both high-level goals and subgoals throughout the writing process. These goals are subject to 
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change based upon what the writer has learned through writing: “In the act of writing, people 

regenerate or recreate their own goals in the light of what they learn” (Flower and Hayes 381). 

This idea displays how Flower and Hayes view the writing process as a continually evolving 

process where goals are created and then later built upon or altered completely as a result of the 

knowledge and in-depth understanding gained through the writing process. This concept further 

relates to the idea of how writers “write to think” by generating new ideas through the act of 

writing (Adler-Kassner and Wardle 19). When writers put their thoughts down on paper or on a 

computer, they are able to utilize what they have previously written as a stepping ground for 

more in-depth analysis and support for future ideas and insights. They reflect on their writing and 

utilize this reflection as they continue to expand their ideas and think through their thoughts. As 

well, this concept of  “write to think” contributes to Nancy Sommer’s discussion of how revision 

is a part of a process of discovering meaning altogether (Sommers). Writers create their own set 

of goals while writing in order to give them guidance throughout the writing process. Then by 

engaging in the act of writing, they formulate new or altered goals after writing and regenerating 

information. This concept of “regeneration” resonates with the view of writing as an evolving 

entity that is able to be continually expanded upon or changed through the process of 

accumulating knowledge and expressing ideas. As a whole, the cognitive process model 

promotes goal directed thinking because it invokes moments of discovery and rediscovery 

through the process of writing. 

In conclusion, the cognitive process model provides a more open-minded approach to 

viewing the writing process. Since there are no rigid stages attached to this model, it is therefore 

more flexible and works to acknowledge the diversity of writers and their composition processes. 
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This model also takes into account the subjectivity of the rhetorical situation for each writer, yet 

one aspect that it lacks is further explanation regarding the mental process behind how a writer 

defines his/her rhetorical situation. Other aspects of the model that help expand the outlook on 

the writing process is the image of internal representation and the collision of ideas and goals. 

These concepts display how a writer’s internal composition process is constantly evolving, 

expanding, or overlapping in some way through the use of long-term memory alongside new 

generated knowledge. Overall, these ideas exemplify Flower and Hayes’ main point that focuses 

on how the writing process is embedded with overlapping processes that display the continuous 

and often unorganized way that writers move through the composition process. 
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